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LIMITS OF CONVENTIONAL ADAPTATION
Climate change has become a defining feature of rural 
life across Africa. Rural households face increasingly 
erratic rainfall, shifting seasons, prolonged droughts 
and destructive floods. These are no longer exceptional 
shocks but recurring stresses that undermine food 
security, livelihoods and social cohesion.

Agriculture remains central to African economies, 
employing more than half of the labour force in 
sub-Saharan Africa and absorbing most new entrants 
in contexts marked by a large youth population. Yet 
agriculture is also highly climate-exposed. Smallholder 
farmers depend on rainfall, soil fertility and seasonal 
predictability, conditions that climate change is 
steadily eroding.

KEY MESSAGES

■	 Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs) 
are critical yet underutilised institutions that build 
household and community resilience through finan-
cial inclusion and social organisation.

■	 Integrating VSLAs with climate-sensitive agricul-
ture, including agroecology, enables households 
to move from short-term coping strategies toward 
longer-term, sustainable resilience.

■	 Recognising and supporting VSLAs within national 
adaptation and social protection frameworks 
can connect communities to policy, markets and 
climate finance.

COMMUNITY FINANCE AND AGROECOLOGY 
BUILD CLIMATE RESILIENCE IN EAST AND 
CENTRAL AFRICA



Public responses have often been insufficient. 
Agricultural extension systems have weakened in 
many countries, and climate finance rarely reaches 
smallholders effectively. Support frequently comes in 
the form of standardised input packages or short-term 
projects that fail to address structural vulnerability. In 
some cases, such interventions increase risk, for 
example when farmers take loans for inputs poorly 
suited to local ecological conditions.

Against this backdrop, community-based institutions 
offer an alternative pathway. This brief draws on a 
multi-country learning process examining how Village 
Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs) contribute to 
resilience-building among smallholder households in 
Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi and Uganda. It argues that 
VSLAs should be seen not merely as informal financial 
tools but as resilience-building institutions with 
broader policy implications.

FARMER GROUPS
Farmer groups have long been promoted as vehicles 
for agricultural development, promising economies of 
scale, stronger bargaining power and collective voice. 
While successful examples exist globally, many 
externally initiated farmer groups in parts of Africa and 
Asia have struggled to survive beyond project cycles.

Research shows that groups often fail because they 
are formed for the wrong reasons, by the wrong actors 
and in the wrong way. Development agencies have 
sometimes created groups primarily to facilitate 
service delivery or asset transfer, generating 
dependency rather than genuine demand. Limited 
attention has been given to why farmers had not 
previously organised themselves. These factors 
include weak incentives, mistrust, regulatory burdens, 
and capacity constraints (Friis-Hansen et al. 2017).

These lessons are important when considering 
community-based resilience initiatives. Institutions 
that emerge from local needs and ownership are more 
likely to endure than externally imposed structures.

BUILDING RESILIENCE
VSLAs are self-managed savings groups in which 
members contribute regularly, access small loans and 
share profits at the end of a cycle. While widely 
recognised for promoting financial inclusion, their 
broader resilience contributions are less systematically 
acknowledged.

Evidence from more than 600 individual interviews and 
focus group discussions conducted across four 
countries, Burundi, Rwanda, Uganda and Tanzania, 
reveals consistent patterns. 

THE STUDY IN NUMBERS:

The study included VSLA members supported by 
several NGOs.

In Burundi, Baptist Union Burundi and Dutabarane  
(60 participants)

In Rwanda, Baptist Union Rwanda (AEBR)  
(248 participants)

In Uganda, ADRA-Uganda and DCA-Uganda  
(261 participants)

In Tanzania, KIWAKKUKI, FARAJA, and RECODA  
(203 participants)

Participation in VSLAs is associated with improved 
household well-being and greater livelihood stability. 
Members report an increased ability to manage shocks 
such as crop failure, illness or price fluctuations. 
Access to savings and loans strengthens absorptive 
capacity, that is, the ability to cope with immediate 
stress without resorting to harmful strategies such as 
selling assets. Resilience effects are primarily visible at 
household level, as farms are typically managed by 
households rather than individuals. VSLAs enable 
consumption smoothing, asset protection and 
incremental investment even amid uncertainty.

	 Members report an increased ability to manage shocks 
such as crop failure, illness or price fluctuations.

		



Beyond finance, savings groups strengthen adaptive 
capacity through social mechanisms. Regular 
meetings, collective decision-making and shared 
ownership build trust and accountability. Members 
gain confidence and a sense of security, thereby 
reducing anxiety and enabling longer-term planning. In 
contexts where formal safety nets are weak, these 
social dimensions are critical.

Evidence suggests that locally rooted churches and 
faith-based organisations (FBOs) are well placed to 
facilitate and support VSLAs since they are trusted by 
communities and continually support group growth. 
Such local embeddedness contributes to group 
sustainability through strong local leadership, peer 
accountability and regular interactions, and it may also 
enable complementary training and collective 
activities. 

In practice, as VSLA promoters, churches and FBOs 
put great value on training and capacity building. The 
VSLAs are accompanied by project teams for the first 
three months, and afterwards volunteers still visit 
frequently. Since the churches/FBOs keep working in 
the area, they remain a reference point for the groups 
also in the longer term. The church hierarchical 
structures do not seem to be a barrier to community 
group formation. From the research, it is evident that 
the acknowledgement provided by the churches/FBOs 
means that smallholder farmers trust the groups and 
are more likely to join incrementally.

The long-term viability of VSLA groups is strongly 
demonstrated by their ability to continue operating well 
beyond the period of external programme support. 
Evidence from multiple organisations shows 
substantial retention and sustained activity over five 
years or more (see textbox: Long term viability of VSLA 
groups). These figures highlight that VSLAs are not 
short-term interventions but rather durable, 
community-based financial systems capable of 
sustaining themselves and evolving over time.

LONG TERM VIABILITY OF VSLA GROUPS

In Tanzania, KIWAKKUKI-supported groups have 
maintained 78%, while RECODA-supported groups 
have retained 80%. 

In Burundi, Dutabarane has sustained 62% of VSLAs, 
alongside the additional formation of 187 VSLA 
federations, indicating not only continuity but also 
institutional growth and scaling.

VSLAS AS CLIMATE-ADAPTATION
Finance alone is rarely sufficient to build climate 
resilience. The learning process therefore examined 
the added value of combining VSLAs with climate-
sensitive agricultural approaches. Integration 
significantly strengthens outcomes. When savings 
groups are linked to diversified farming systems, 

improved soil and water management or climate-
smart practices, households are better able to adapt to 
climatic stress. Savings enable investment; agricultural 
knowledge ensures investments are appropriate and 
sustainable.

A key concern is maladaptation. Not all interventions 
labelled ‘climate adaptation’ reduce vulnerability. 
Uniform input subsidies or blanket fertiliser 
programmes can increase financial risk if they ignore 
local ecological conditions. Farmers may incur debt 
without gains, deepening vulnerability. Community-
based groups can counter such risks through 
collective learning and local knowledge.

Agroecology offers a particularly relevant framework. 
Rather than promoting narrow technologies, it 
emphasises diversification, ecological synergies, 
recycling and efficiency. Farms are treated as 
integrated systems combining crops, livestock, trees 
and water management.

	 The long-term viability of VSLA groups is strongly  
demonstrated by their ability to continue operating well 
beyond the period of external programme support.
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Experiences from East Africa show that diversified 
farms are better able to withstand climatic extremes. 
Losses in one crop can be offset by gains in another. 
Integrated crop–livestock systems enhance soil 
fertility and reduce reliance on costly external inputs.

VSLAs complement agroecology by providing the 
financial and organisational backbone needed to adopt 
and sustain such practices. Income diversification, 
through poultry, fruit trees or vegetable production, is 
often enabled by savings and loans, reducing 
dependence on rainfall-sensitive monocropping. In this 
way, VSLAs translate agroecological principles into 
practical resilience strategies.

Experience from Rwanda and Burundi demonstrate 
that federations of VSLAs are progressively involved in 
wheat cultivation, beekeeping and goat and pig 
husbandry, and they help the small-scale farmers to 
access non-traditional markets. Other types of VSLA 
federations contribute to the public sector by building 
or opening roads and mobilise environmental 
protection by establishing contour lines and promoting 
agroforestry practices.

POLITICS OF RESILIENCE
Enhanced resilience of small-scale farmers can be 
achieved through combined support for VSLA groups 
and agroecology and can serve as an element in 
external support for agricultural development and 
climate change adaptation. 

Resilience is not only technical but also social and 
political. VSLAs frequently generate outcomes beyond 
financial inclusion. Groups established to address 
women’s exclusion or lack of credit often evolve into 
platforms for broader collective action. Members use 
organisational structures and accumulated capital for 
shared investments, small enterprises and mutual 
support.

Examples of members mobilising resources to assist 
an ill colleague illustrate how financial cooperation 
builds social capital and responsibility. Participation 
can also strengthen agency and leadership. Farmers 
who improve their livelihoods often become informal 
extension agents, sharing knowledge within their 
communities.

Such processes link household-level change to wider 
transformation. VSLAs and their supporting NGOs can 
act as connective institutions, linking local action with 
markets, local government and climate finance. The 
NGOs contribute not only to the technical success of 
VSLAs but also to their social sustainability and 
institutional linkages. 

The Policy Brief draws on contributions from  Danida-
supported civil society projects in East Africa and 
participants from Danish and East African partners, 
including Morten Kjær Kofoed, Catherine Maguzu, Adela 
Materu, Josephine Nganga, Ostophère Ngendakuriyo, 
Gabriel Ndikumana, Catrine Shroff and Søren Theilgaard 
.
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